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The	 following	 report	 describes	 the	 conception,	 pre-production,	 production	
and	post-production	of	Minh	Trinh’s	short-narrative	thesis	film.	The	report	contains	
























When	 I	 received	 the	 Fulbright	 scholarship	 and	 was	 accepted	 into	 the	 film	
grad	 program	 of	 The	 University	 of	 Texas	 at	 Austin,	 I	 always	 knew	 that	 I	 had	 to	
complete	 the	 program	 in	 three	 years	 as	 it	 was	 one	 of	 the	 requirements	 of	 the	
scholarship.	Knowing	 your	deadline	 can	 give	 you	 some	pressure	but	 on	 the	 other	
hand,	it	also	keeps	you	in	good	discipline.	I	appreciate	the	fact	that	I	had	to	strictly	
stick	to	a	planned	schedule.	
After	my	pre-thesis,	 for	which	 I	 had	 set	 high	 goals	 on	 a	 technical	 level,	 for	
myself	and	the	crew,	but	only	partly	achieved	those	goals,	I	was	exhausted	and	not	
really	 ready	 to	make	 another	 film.	 Seeing	my	 fellow	MFA	 candidates	 taking	 their	
time	 and	 not	 in	 any	 hurry	 to	 get	 their	 own	 theses	 done,	 I	 had	 trouble	 finding	
motivation	and	felt	isolated	by	the	sense	that	I	would	have	to	find	my	own	road.	
Looking	back	 to	my	pre-thesis,	 I	was	happy	with	a	 lot	of	elements	but	also	
was	exhausted	and	disappointed	by	it.	I	learned	that	a	director’s	ability	was	limited;	
that	trying	to	take	on	the	work	of	production	design	or	producing,	for	example,	was	
too	much	when	 I	was	busy	 just	 trying	 to	direct	actors.	 I	 learned	 that	night	 shoots	
were	 extremely	 hard,	 especially	 when	working	 with	 an	 understaffed	 crew.	 And	 I	
struggled	 in	 communicating	with	 the	 DP,	 cast	 and	 crew	 as	 a	 result	 of	my	 limited	
English.	I	also	felt	bad	for	not	offering	the	DP,	Allen	Ho,	enough	staff.	Starting	from	
the	 pre-thesis	 production,	 I	 tried	 my	 best	 to	 make	 more	 connections	 in	 the	
department,	which	is	the	only	way	people	from	outside	my	class	would	be	willing	to	
help.		I	also	suffered	from	a	long	but	not	so	effective	postproduction	process,	which	
would’ve	been	 improved	with	 the	help	of	 an	editor.	At	 the	end	of	 the	day,	 I	made	
several	 mistakes	 in	 editing,	 color	 grading	 and	 exporting	 the	 final	 files.	 However,	







Hearing	 feedback	 from	 the	 audience	 after	 screening	 the	 pre-thesis	 was	 a	
heart-breaking	process.	Most	of	 the	criticisms	were	 for	 the	story	of	 the	 film.	Many	
viewers	felt	the	story	was	not	strong	enough	and	that	it	lacked	conflicts,	suspense	or	
a	 climax.	 Some	 feedback	 pointed	 out	 that	 the	 whole	 film	 seemed	 like	 a	 sad	 and	
sentimental	 monologue	 by	 the	 director	 about	 art.	 Even	 more	 critically,	 some	
Vietnamese	viewers	said	the	story	was	bland	and	didn't	transmit	any	emotion	to	the	
audience.	 I	 understood	 the	 ‘lacking	 drama’	 feedback	 but	 was	 hurt	 by	 the	






















During	my	 time	 in	 the	 program,	 I	made	 three	 films	 and	 they	 are	 all	 pretty	
dark	films.	 	Mama,	I’m	Not	Coming	Back	Home,	the	documentary	I	made	in	my	first	





Anonymous,	 my	 first	 year	 narrative	 is	 about	 a	 young	 man	 having	 an	
encounter	with	 a	 complete	 stranger	 in	 a	 hotel	 to	 try	 and	 understand	more	 about	
himself.	 They	 have	 a	 moment	 together.	 The	 time	 of	 day	 is	 not	 obvious	 but	
everything	 in	 the	 film	 is	 dark	 as	 it	 happens	 in	 a	 dark	 hotel	 room	 and	 in	 an	
anonymous	circumstance.	
Self-portrait,	my	pre-thesis	 film,	was	shot	 totally	at	night.	The	 film	explores	
the	coming	of	age	story	of	a	young	photographer	who	seeks	for	the	beauty	of	art	and	








Thinking	 about	 my	 thesis,	 I	 knew	 for	 sure	 I	 would	 explore	 the	 motif	 of	 a	
temporary	connection	between	strangers	again.	However,	 I	set	a	more	challenging	
goal:	depicting	the	darkness	and	isolation	during	daytime	instead	of	nighttime.	Part	





To	make	 a	 bright	 film	 appear	 dark	 is	more	 challenging.	 My	 strong	 desire	 was	 to	
discover	the	dark	side	inside	the	human	mind.	
And	 I	 wanted	 to	 make	 a	 film	 about	 being	 Vietnamese.	 After	 making	 two	







Since	 coming	 to	 the	US,	 I	had	 started	 cooking.	 I	had	never	 really	 cooked	 in	
Vietnam	as	my	mother	was	 a	 great	 cook	 and	 I	went	 to	my	parent’s	 house	 almost	
everyday	to	have	dinner	with	them.	Coming	to	the	US	was	a	new	chance	for	me	to	
really	 live	 independently	 by	myself.	 Being	 away	 from	home,	 I	missed	 the	 taste	 of	
Vietnamese	 food	 as	 the	 way	 the	 Vietnamese	 restaurants	 in	 Austin	 prepared	 and	
served	food	was	not	 truly	authentic.	 I	started	 looking	at	cooking	videos	or	articles	
on	the	internet	and	kept	trying	new	recipes.	For	me,	cooking	is	a	way	to	save	money	
by	not	having	 to	eat	out,	 a	way	 to	 satisfy	my	desire	 for	authentic	 food,	 and	also	a	
process	 I	 learned	 to	 really	 enjoy.	 I	 also	 love	 serving	 my	 American	 friends	






couldn’t	stand	 it.	But	 I	simply	could	not	skip	 fish	sauce	 for	my	 food,	as	 it	could	be	
considered	 the	 spirit	 of	Vietnamese	 cuisine.	 I	 tried	 to	 be	 as	 respectful	 as	 possible	
when	I	cooked	with	fish	sauce:	closing	all	of	the	doors	to	the	kitchen,	turning	on	the	










and	 fish	 sauce:	 despite	 how	much	we	 try	 to	 cross	 the	 cultural	 gap,	 can	we	 really	
understand	each	other	if	we	come	from	different	backgrounds.	
Immersing	 myself	 deeper	 in	 the	 idea	 of	 making	 a	 film	 about	 fish	 sauce,	 I	
recalled	 Tam	 Cam,	 one	 of	 the	 most	 popular	 Vietnamese	 fairy	 tales,	 which	 every	
single	Vietnamese	knows	and	 remembers	by	heart.	The	 fairy	 tale	 is	 about	a	meek	
and	 patient	 Vietnamese	 girl	 who	 dies	 and	 re-animates	 many	 times	 after	 being	
murdered	by	her	stepmother	and	stepsister.	The	protagonist	in	this	fairy	tale	is	an	
innocent,	 patient	 and	nice	 girl	 at	 the	beginning	but	 she	 changes	 and	 evolves	 each	
time	she	re-animates	after	dying.	At	the	end	of	the	fairy	tale,	she	boils	her	stepsister,	
salting	 and	 fermenting	 her	 to	make	 a	 sauce	 (just	 like	 the	 process	 for	making	 fish	
sauce)	and	sends	a	jar	of	that	sauce	to	her	stepmother.	The	stepmother	enjoys	the	




golden	 carp.	 The	 bones	 of	 the	 golden	 carp	 magically	 turned	 into	 a	 dress,	 golden	
slippers,	 jewelry,	 and	 even	 a	 horse,	 which	 allowed	 Tam	 to	 attend	 a	 royal	 banquet.	
However,	 she	 fled	 upon	 seeing	 her	 stepmother	 and	 stepsister	 and	 left	 behind	 her	
slipper.	The	royal	house	 searched	 for	a	young	woman	whose	 foot	 fit	 the	 slipper,	and	
eventually	found	Tam	and	proceeded	to	have	her	married	to	the	king.	
In	the	second	part	of	the	tale,	Tam	was	murdered	by	her	stepmother,	allowing	








but	 a	 voice	 came	 to	 her	 not	 to	 eat	 it.	 She	 took	 it	 home	 and	 eventually	 found	Tam's	
spirit	emerging	from	the	persimmon	into	corporeal	form,	after	which	the	persimmon	
was	 destroyed	 to	 keep	 Tam	 in	 human	 form.	 One	 day	 the	 king	 inquired	 into	 the	
preparation	 of	 a	 meal	 with	 the	 old	 lady,	 and	 found	 his	 beloved	 Tam.	 The	 king	



























to	 her	 beloved	 one,	 no	 one	 should	 feel	 sympathized	 for	 her.	 However	 the	 bigger	
question	is	whether	that	person	is	well	deserved	or	not.	
The	film	that	was	the	strongest	inspiration	for	The	Scent	of	Fish	Sauce	is	The	
Scent	 of	 Green	 Papaya	 (1993).	 Set	 in	 Vietnam	 in	 the	mid-19th	 century,	 the	 film	 is	
about	 a	 young	 servant	 who	 enters	 a	 rich	 family,	 observes	 all	 of	 the	 events	 and	
hardship	 of	 the	 family	 until	 she	 moves	 to	 serve	 the	 friend	 of	 the	 eldest	 son	 and	
becomes	 his	 wife.	 The	 plot	 of	 the	 film	 seems	 almost	 far	 too	 subtle,	 without	 any	
drama	 or	 suspense.	 Some	 audiences	 complained	 about	 the	 slow	 pace	 and	 the	







strong	 desire	 that	 she	 knows	 exactly	 how	 to	 achieve.	 Everything	 she	 does	 in	 the	
movie	has	its	own	purpose.	She	likes	the	son’s	friend	and	dresses	up	on	some	special	
occasion	to	attract	him	although	her	action	is	really	subtle	and	seems	unpurposed.	
She	 cooks	 delicious	 food	 for	 him.	 She	 arranges	 the	 house	 in	 a	 beautiful	 way	 to	
inspire	him	to	create	his	art	works.	Day	by	day,	she	gains	his	trust	and	becomes	his	


























I	 delayed	 the	 writing	 process	 through	 the	 summer	 of	 2013.	 It	 was	 not	 a	
productive	summer	as	 I	was	confused	about	preparing	 for	my	departure	 from	the	
US.	The	good	news	was	I	cooked	a	lot	during	those	days	so	I	was	mentally	preparing	
to	make	a	film	about	cooking.	The	bad	news	was	I	kept	questioning	and	challenging	
myself	 about	 the	 logic	 of	 the	 story,	 the	 violent	 and	 strange	 ending	 that	 I	 was	
obsessed	with	and	the	fear	that	the	audience	may	not	accept	this	story.	I	also	over-
thought	 about	 the	 production	 as	 it	 would	 have	 been	 really	 complicated	 to	 fly	 an	
actress	 from	 Vietnam,	 and	 I	 worried	 about	 finding	 a	 believable	 Viet-American	
actress	 in	 the	US.	But	my	 fears	and	worries	were	also	 just	all	excuses	 to	postpone	
the	writing	process.	
Finally,	 I	 started	 writing	 the	 first	 page	 two	 weeks	 after	 the	 fall	 semester	
started.	Once	I	started	writing	though,	everything	moved	forward	really	fast.	 I	had	
the	first	draft	of	the	script	after	two	weeks.	Through	writing,	I	changed	some	details	
in	 the	 treatment.	 Instead	 of	 setting	 up	 a	 roommates	 situation,	 I	 changed	 the	













instinct	 and	 true	 feeling	about	 the	 theme	of	 connection	and	 isolation	was	a	 smart	
choice.	Staying	true	to	myself	would	lead	the	film	to	be	a	more	honest	piece.	
Still	questioning	the	 logic	of	 the	story,	 I	wrote	the	2nd	draft	of	 the	script	 in	
which	 I	 changed	 the	 set	 up	 and	 premise.	 The	 two	 protagonists	 now	 live	 in	 two	
different	units	 in	 a	duplex.	The	guy	 complains	 about	 the	 smell	 every	 time	 the	girl	
cooks	fish	sauce.	And	they’re	getting	to	know	each	other	better	after	they	got	in	an	
accident	and	he	needs	her	help.	In	this	version,	the	story	ends	with	a	fantasy	of	the	
girl	 killing	 and	 turning	 the	 guy	 into	 fish	 sauce	 after	 they	 had	 some	 intimate	
moments.	
After	 hearing	 feedback	 from	my	 classmates,	 I	 decided	 to	work	 on	 the	 first	
version	 as	 it	 created	more	 encounter	 chances	 for	 the	 characters	 and	 the	 tension	
could	 be	 built	 up	 more	 organically.	 And	 the	 question	 about	 whether	 the	 ending	





















despite	 the	 implicit	 nudity	 requirement,	 I	 was	 swamped	 with	 the	 amount	 of	
applications.	 However,	 I	 did	 not	 receive	 too	 many	 potential	 applications	 for	 the	










are	 not	 Vietnamese	 or	 totally	 don’t	 speak	 Vietnamese	 at	 all.	 I	 briefly	 considered	










In	 my	 first	 year	 documentary,	 Nhat	 became	 my	 main	 subject,	 as	 his	 story	 was	
special	and	touching.	Nhat	and	Tram	have	lived	in	the	US	for	more	than	seven	years	
without	coming	back	home.	I	did	not	feature	Tram	in	the	documentary	as	she	lived	
in	 Houston	 at	 that	 time.	 One	 year	 after	 I	 finished	 the	 film,	 Nhat	 and	 Tram	 got	
married	and	she	moved	to	Austin	to	live	with	him.	
I	would	 have	 never	 thought	 she	 could	 be	 the	 actress	 for	 The	 Scent	 of	 Fish	
Sauce	if	a	lucky	coincidence	had	not	happened.	Lauren	Kinsler	and	Tom	Rosenberg,	
my	 two	 really	 good	 friends	 from	my	 class	 decided	 to	 make	 a	 dogma	 film,	 which	
featured	my	performance.	As	they	knew	it	was	my	last	year	in	the	US,	they	wanted	
to	do	something	special	for	me.	The	story	was	about	a	Vietnamese	who	has	to	decide	











However,	 I	 did	 not	 totally	 believe	 that	 Tram	 was	 capable	 of	 delivering	
complicated	Mai	for	The	Scent	of	Fish	Sauce	mostly	because	she	was	a	non-actress.	A	
part	of	 the	reason	was	Tram’s	 face	 is	not	a	 typical	Vietnamese	woman’s,	but	more	
Chinese.	 I	 was	 also	 concerned	 about	 the	 fact	 she	 was	 heavily	 shortsighted	 and	






For	 the	 male	 role	 in	 the	 script,	 different	 from	my	 expectation,	 I	 struggled	
even	more	to	find	a	matching	actor.	Most	of	the	actors	translated	Matt	as	a	jerk	so	
they	delivered	sultry	 takes	on	 the	sides.	 It	 seems	 like	 they	did	not	understand	the	
characters,	the	tone	and	the	meaning	behind	the	conflicts	in	the	film	well.	One	of	my	
requirements	 for	 the	 actor	 is	 he	 should	 be	 sensitive	 enough	 to	 convey	 the	
insensitivity	of	Matt	in	the	script.		
There	were	five	candidates	for	Matt,	while	there	were	two	for	Mai,	including	
Tram	 Ly	 and	 one	 Viet-American	 girl;	 but	 all	 of	 them	were	 not	 convincing	 for	me	
after	the	callback.	I	were	really	worried	and	stressed	after	the	callback.	I	decided	to	
have	a	test	shoot	which	I	invited	all	of	the	potential	names	to	do	a	scene	in	front	of	
the	 camera	with	 a	 small	 crew	 and	 lighting	 setup.	 I	 think	 it	 was	 a	 smart	 decision	
because	 at	 that	 time	 I	 was	 unsure	 about	many	 things:	 actors,	 how	 smooth	 is	my	
collaboration	with	the	DP	and	what	we	should	fix	in	the	location.	
In	 the	 test	 shoot,	 while	 the	 other	 actress	 delivered	 stiff	 and	 theatrical	
performance,	 Tram’s	 performance	 was	 really	 impressive.	 She	 was	 natural	 and	
sensitive.	She	understood	the	directions	very	well	and	knew	how	to	deliver	various	
takes	on	 the	same	action.	She	was	 flexible	and	confident.	 I	also	asked	her	 to	wear	
contact	 lenses	 and	 she	 looks	 really	 beautiful	 and	 cinematic	 on	 screen.	 And	 as	 a	
Vietnamese	living	in	the	states	for	a	long	time,	she	really	understood	the	emotion	of	
the	 script.	 Furthermore,	 she	has	 the	 skills	 of	Vietnamese	woman.	 She	 is	 skillful	 at	
cooking.	Last	but	not	least,	she	is	a	nurse	in	real	life.	It's	a	big	advantage	in	term	of	
delivering	 professional	 nursing	 skill.	 	 I	 knew	 for	 sure	 she	 was	 the	 one	 and	 only	
although	we	had	to	practice	and	rehearse	more	in	order	to	push	her	into	the	edge	of	
the	character.	
For	 the	male	role,	 I	was	still	 reluctant	 in	choosing	between	two	candidates.	
Both	of	 them	were	natural	 in	acting.	One	actor	was	more	 the	all-American	 type	of	
guy	who	is	really	muscular	and	looks	like	a	football	player.		Dillon	Cavitt,	the	second	











































shoot	 an	Asian	 visual	 style	 film	 as	 I	 could	 see	 his	 previous	works	was	more	 on	 a	
safer	side.	But	I	did	believe	a	good	DP	should	be	capable	of	doing	various	styles	as	
required	by	each	project.	I	did	believe	Huay	could	work	on	his	framing	to	create	an	
exotic	and	sensual	Asian	visual	 style	 for	 the	 film	although	 it’s	an	English-speaking	
film	and	is	set	 in	the	US.	And	one	more	of	the	good	characteristics	of	Huay	was	he	
was	 really	 enthusiastic	 and	excited	 to	 shoot	 this	 film.	Furthermore,	he	 is	based	 in	



























and	AD,	 so	 I	 asked	Caleb	Kuntz,	my	 close	 classmate	 to	 co-produce.	While	Michael	










During	discussion	with	Huay	about	 the	visual	style	 for	 the	 film,	 I	stated	my	
idea	about	the	visual	style	for	the	film	while	Huay	enriched	it	by	adding	his	input.		
Writing	a	one-location	script	made	everything	seem	easier	at	first.	However,	
the	 house	 in	 the	 script	 is	 a	 big	 location	with	 different	 rooms.	 I	 always	wanted	 to	
build	 a	 set	 or	 find	a	house	 and	dress	 it.	However,	 it	was	 complicated	and	hard	 to	
achieve	the	 look,	 the	functions,	 the	availability	and	the	convenience	to	access.	At	a	
certain	point	during	the	pre-production,	I	knew	that	my	Austin	house	met	all	of	the	
criteria.	It	is	an	old	house	with	vintage	look.	I	could	access	the	location	whenever	I	
wanted.	 It	made	 everything	 easier	 for	me,	 the	 production	 designer	 and	 the	DP	 to	
discuss,	prepare	and	achieve	the	look	we	wanted	and	the	shooting	plan.	It	was	smart	






and	 light.	 The	 house	 is	 pretty	 dark	 even	 during	 the	 day	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	
surrounding	trees.	So	I	came	up	with	some	ideas	with	my	DP	that	we	should	try	the	















as	the	story	happens	 in	the	US.	 I	suggested	Huay	use	a	more	conventional	 lighting	
plan	and	framing.	For	Heidi,	I	suggested	she	create	an	Asian	feeling	although	it	is	an	
American	 house	 in	 the	 film.	 Having	 been	 discovering	 and	 getting	 familiar	 with	
Vietnamese	 culture	 through	 her	 Viet-American	 boyfriend,	 Heidi	 did	 a	 great	 job	
mixing	 the	 furniture	 in	my	house	with	her	set	dressings	 to	create	a	vintage	house	
with	a	slight	Asian	motif.		
For	 framing	 style,	 after	 discussion,	we	 decided	 to	mix	 between	 convention	
framing	and	more	risky/	unbalanced	frames	as	generated	by	the	mood/	situation	of	








house	 looked.	 The	 status	 of	 the	 house	 before	 shooting	 was	 pretty	 colorful	 with	
different	color	scheme	for	each	room	and	it	was	quite	vivid.	Huay	had	a	really	strong	
reaction	about	the	color	scheme	for	the	house	that	made	me	a	little	bit	frustrated.	I	
knew	 it	was	complicated	 to	paint	 the	house	as	 I	had	 to	attain	agreement	 from	my	
housemates	and	the	production	designer	 lives	 in	Dallas	and	just	started	setting	up	
the	set	three	days	before	the	production.	It	was	risky	to	change	something	that	I	was	
not	 really	 sure.	However,	 I	 respected	Huay’s	 opinion	 that	 the	 current	bright	 color	






to	 paint	 the	walls	 in	 the	 kitchen,	 bathroom	 and	 dining	 room	with	 a	 darker	 earth	













as	 it	 might	 distract	 her	 from	 acting.	 However,	 after	 a	 long	 time	 searching	 for	 a	
nurse/	 student	 to	 take	 care	 of	 the	 guy’s	 bandage	 in	 the	 film	without	 any	 result,	 I	
gave	up	and	asked	Tram	 for	help.	 She	 agreed	 right	 away.	During	 the	 rehearsals,	 I	
asked	Tram	to	dress	Dillon.	I	do	think	there	was	chemistry	built	up	between	them	
and	it	helped	the	collaboration.	
I	 had	 some	 difficulties	 in	 directing	 Tram	 and	 Dillon	 in	 the	 first	 encounter	





protagonist	 become	 a	 stereotype	 of	 a	 pretentious	 young	 college	 kid	 while	 I	 still	
wanted	 to	 maintain	 the	 cultural	 hurt	 for	 Mai.	 I	 gave	 the	 actor	 the	 direction	 of	
showing	 the	 disinterest	 in	 fish	 sauce	while	maintaining	 the	 charm	 and	 politeness	
when	treating	a	stranger.	I	also	wanted	Matt	to	study	Mai	and	be	intrigued	by	Mai	as	
he	 has	 been	 isolated	 in	 his	 room	 for	 a	 while	 and	 Mai	 was	 a	 type	 of	 girl	 Matt	 is	
unfamiliar	with.	
The	 peeing	 scene	 was	 challenging	 because	 it	 was	 the	 scene	 when	 the	
chemistry	between	the	protagonists	started	to	build	up.		They	hate	each	other	when	
the	scene	starts	but	understand	each	other	more	after	the	scene	ends.	After	several	








which	Mai	 tried	 to	 convince	Matt	 to	 have	 the	 burger	 after	 he	 requested	 ordering	






For	 some	 scenes	 that	 required	 more	 intense	 emotion	 delivery,	 I	 pushed	 Tram	
further	by	asking	Tram	to	use	some	of	her	most	intense	emotion	and	memory	while	
living	 in	 the	US	to	extract	 the	purest	 flows	of	emotion.	 In	 those	situations,	she	got	
into	the	finest	after	a	 few	takes.	A	good	example	was	the	scene	Mai	puts	Matt	 into	
the	trash	bin,	pours	salt	over	him	and	‘says	goodbye’	to	him.	It	was	a	goodbye	to	a	
dream	 instead	 of	 simply	 putting	 someone	 into	 a	 trash	 bin.	 Tram	 did	 it	 so	
emotionally.		
The	more	Tram	performed,	the	better	she	was.	In	the	first	day,	I	had	to	use	
the	 trick	of	 rolling	without	notifying	her	because	she	had	a	 tendency	of	delivering	
less	natural	performance	after	rehearsal.	However,	she	improved	a	lot	after	the	first	
day.	 She	 looked	 even	 better	 on	 screen	 after	 each	 day.	 I’m	 also	 glad	 that	 we	













was	 still	 really	 raw	 and	 some	 lines	were	 choppy	 because	 he	 had	 some	 hard	 time	




work	with.	 I	 was	worried	 that	 her	 somewhat	 theatrical	 acting	 style	might	 be	 too	
much	 contrast	 to	 Tram’s	 spontaneous	 one.	However,	 I	 thought	 the	 contrast	made	














painting	 though.	 It	 was	 true	 to	 independent	 film	 spirit	 which	 a	 director	 does	
everything	 himself.	 	 I	 was	 not	 sure	 the	 new	 color	 palette	 would	 work	 until	 the	
production	 started.	 It	 was	 really	 risky	 but	 it	 was	 a	 part	 of	 student	 film,	 which	 is	
normally	right	at	the	level	between	amateur	and	professionalism.		
I	had	more	difficulties	as	some	of	the	crewmembers	could	not	help	with	last	
minute	 notifications.	 I	 caused	 some	 distraction	 for	 me	 and	 made	 me	 extremely	
stressed.	However,	Michael	and	Caleb	handled	this	issued	really	well.		
During	 the	 production,	 we	 had	 a	 little	 bit	 trouble	with	 the	 noise	 from	 the	
street	in	one	day	as	a	marathon	happened,	and	also	when	we	shot	in	the	bedroom,	
which	is	really	close	to	38th	street,	a	very	busy	street	at	times.	






production.	 	 I	 was	 not	 sure	 if	 it	 was	 going	 to	 work	 out	 until	 the	 first	 day	 of	
production.	 	There	were	some	language	issues	that	made	me	frustrated	during	the	
pre-production.	Sometimes	I	had	a	hard	time	explain	my	idea	to	Huay.	For	example,	
during	 our	 first	meeting,	 I	 said	 I	wanted	 to	 shoot	 this	 film	 in	 an	unsafe	way	with	
Asian	 fusion	 vision	 style.	When	 hearing	 the	 term	 “unsafe”,	 Huay	 thought	 I	 would	







postproduction	 later.	 Furthermore,	 the	 ‘unsafe’	 idea	 is	more	 about	 using	my	 own	
natural	 style	 to	 create	 a	 unique	 film	 rather	 than	 trying	 to	make	 it	 different	 from	
other	 films	 and	 becoming	 pretentious.	 After	 a	 few	 small	 misunderstandings,	 we	
worked	 really	 well	 together.	 Huay	 was	 super	 easy	 to	 work	 with	 and	 he	 treated	
everybody	 in	 the	 crew	 really	nice.	He	was	also	 super	quick	 in	 every	 set	up	which	

























































strength	 is	 electronic	 and	 experimental	 music	 but	 he	 had	 discovered	 and	 used	
Vietnamese	musical	 instruments	more	and	more.	 	Our	 initial	 idea	was	using	piano	
with	a	glimpse	of	Vietnamese	musical	 instruments.	 I	used	some	of	his	existing	 live	
performances	when	cutting	the	rough	cut.	The	tracks	matched	the	tone	of	the	film	
and	sounded	 like	they	were	composed	exclusively	 for	each	scene	of	 the	 film.	After	
discussion,	we	decided	to	combine	some	existing	tracks	with	some	new	ones	written	
for	 the	 film.	 Instead	 of	 using	 Vietnamese	 musical	 instruments	 which	 may	 be	 too	
jarring	or	too	distinctive,	we	decided	to	use	Western	musical	instruments	to	play	the	








Encouraged	by	Caleb	Kuntz,	 the	 co-producer	 and	pushed	by	 the	 fact	 I	 took	
the	Funding	to	Film	festival	class,	I	wanted	to	do	a	crowdfunding	campaign	for	the	
film.	 I	 was	 not	 confident,	 as	 I	 knew	 it	 sometimes	 became	 a	 popularity	 contest.	
However,	I	still	decided	to	do	it,	as	I	know	it	was	a	really	good	chance	and	time	to	do	
it.	 Crowd	 funding	 is	 seldom	 heard	 in	 Vietnam.	 	 Therefore	 it	 was	 risky	 to	 do	 it	
because	Vietnamese	do	not	have	a	habit	 of	donate	 for	 art	 and	 I	 did	not	know	 too	
many	American	friends.	
However,	 it	 was	 a	 success.	 After	 pushing	 the	 campaign	 really	 hard,	 I	 even	
exceeded	the	$3500	goal.	The	good	news	was	90%	of	donation	came	from	Vietnam.	














After	 three	years	studying	 in	 the	US,	 I	had	 improved	my	directing	skill	 and	
refined	my	technical	skill	as	well.	The	Scent	of	Fish	Sauce	can	be	considered	as	the	
culmination	of	what	I	have	 learned	and	experienced	here.	As	a	perfectionist,	 I	saw	
mistakes	 everywhere	 in	 the	 film	 but	 I	 accepted	 the	 fact	 that	 it	 is	 hard	 to	 have	
absolute	perfection.	 I	am	confident	 to	say	 I	 can	 fix	 the	mistakes	and	shortcomings	
once	 I	work	 professionally.	 However,	 the	 ideal	 professional	 crew	 is	 still	 only	 one	
element,	the	more	important	thing	is	to	keep	working	and	cultivating	my	skills	more	
to	reach	to	the	next	level.		



























































































cinematography”	 and	 “When	 young	 directors	 become	 older”.	 He	 got	 involved	 in	
several	 film	 productions	 in	 Vietnam	 before	 receiving	 a	 Fulbright	 scholarship	 and	
entered	the	grad	film	program	at	the	University	of	Texas	at	Austin	in	2011.	
Email:	mlightvn@gmail.com		
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